CHAPTER I

1800-1816/7

ON the sea-coaft, a few miles from Limerick, lay
the demesne of Ballywire. In the early eighteen-
hundreds the long grey house was already in decay;
and its owner, Francis Wheeler, had neither the
money nor the energy to renew the leaking roof,
clear the drive of weeds, or check the continual ruin
of the boundary walls. Inftead he lounged about
his tables in shabby hunting kit; spent half the day
on horseback; avoided so far as possible his wife and
her sifter; petted his youngeft daughter Rosie, and
every evening drank himself to ftupor. Mrs. Wheeler
was considered the reigning beauty of the country-
side; and the qualities of loveliness, which made
her the toaft of men in other houses, were allied to
qualities of character which drove her own man
equally to alcohol, but with better cause.

As Miss Doyle she had at the age of fifteen1 married
Francis Wheeler, who was himself a minor. The
boy got his bed-fellow and the girl freedom from
her mother's house, so that the immediate objefts
of the marriage were secured. But neither found
in the other an abiding satisfaftion, nor was Bally-
wire sufficiently in the world for the young couple
to forget in society their mutual indifference. Where-
fore the man took to drink, and the woman to the
reading of advanced political philosophy, which she
consumed by the hour but never learned rightly to
digeft.

1 Lytton, I. 158.   Devey, quoting Rosina's Autobiography, says
sixteen.
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